The aim of the present paper was to investigate the effects of processing instruction and traditional instruction on Iranian EFL learners' writing ability. Thirty participants who were non-randomly selected out of 63 Intermediate EFL learners, taking English courses in a language institute in Khoy-Iran, participated in this quasi-experimental study. All the participants were female with the age range of 18-24. The participants were randomly assigned into two experimental groups of processing instruction and traditional instruction. Two different instructional packages were used as treatment and two free writing tasks were employed as pre-test and post-test in this study. The results revealed that although both instructions had positive effects on Iranian EFL learners' writing ability, processing instruction group performed significantly better than traditional instruction. Some pedagogical implications of the findings were presented. The results might be helpful in syllabus design and teaching methodology.
Introduction

Background
As Ellis (2001) maintains, the model of language acquisition that informs mainstream Second Language Acquisition (SLA) identifies three main processes: intake, acquisition, and language production. Traditionally, language instruction has been aimed at the last of these processes, that is, teachers combine some sort of explicit grammar instruction with activities that concentrate on providing learners with opportunities to produce the target structure (Erlam, 2003a) . However, VanPatten and Cadierno (1993) argue that instead of trying to change how learners produce language output, instruction should focus on altering how learners process input. They claim that instruction that changes the way input is perceived and processed by the learner is more likely to become intake and thus have an impact on the developing language system. Processing Instruction (PI), as an explicit Form-Focused Instruction (FFI), is a pedagogical language instruction developed and revised by VanPatten (1996 VanPatten ( , 2002a VanPatten ( , 2004a . VanPatten (2004a) believes that the aim of PI is to engage learners in activities which have been manipulated to make language forms more salient so that learners move toward more systematic processing tools in order to acquire those forms more efficiently and successfully. In PI students are given explicit information about this processing strategy and the correct target language strategy. They are also given meaning-focused input-based activities, called Structured Input activities that direct them away from production. They do not engage in production of the target structure.
Traditional grammar Instruction (TI), another type of explicit FFI, is defined by VanPatten (2000) as "explanation plus output practices that move learners from mechanical to communicative drills" (p. 54). That is to say, TI involves explanation and output practice of a grammatical point and focuses on the manipulation of learner output to affect change in the developing system.
Significance of the Study
As opposed to TI, the purpose of PI is to change the way that learners attend and process input, considering that acquisition is an input-dependent process and takes place when learners are exposed to meaning-bearing input (VanPatten, 1996) . As outlined by Wong (2004) , PI "pushes learners to abandon their inefficient processing strategies for more optimal ones so that better form-meaning connections are made" (p. 35) .
Research has demonstrated that in evaluations of EFL learner writing, grammatical accuracy plays an important role (Hinkel, 2002) . The presence of grammar errors has a negative impact on the native speaker perceptions of the quality of L2 writing (Johns, 1997; Johnson & Roen, 1989 , all cited in Hinkel, 2002 .
Despite the crucial changes have been done, the question unanswered here is that: how grammar should be taught in EFL classes? More specifically, what is the most proper way of grammar instruction for EFL learners to improve their writing ability? Therefore, finding the proper approach of grammar instruction, as an alternative to traditional approaches, to improve EFL learners' writing ability has an important place within the scope of SLA. Comparing the efficiency of PI and TI on writing ability of Iranian EFL learners can be a challenge to find better alternatives for teaching grammar in EFL classes.
Review of the Related Literature
The role of grammatical instruction in SLA has long been questioned. As Rutherford (1987 , cited in Celce-Murcia, 1991 points out, for 2500 years the teaching of grammar had often been synonymous with foreign language teaching. The role of grammar instruction has, however, generated a great debate in L2 teaching for more than 40 years (Ellis, 2001) . During the past decades grammar has moved from a position of central importance in language teaching to pariah status, and back to a position of renewed importance (Celce-Murcia, 1991). Saraceni (2008) asserts that although it seems that the role of grammar instruction in SLA was decreasing with the rise of communicative methodologies in the late 1970s, its place in SLA still continues to be discussed. Over the recent decades the developments about grammar instruction has been highly questioned due to consistent succession of new language acquisition methods. Therefore, grammar instruction innovations are in the center of innovations in SLA methodology.
Processing Instruction (PI)
PI model, proposed by VanPatten (1996) , has been widely referenced in most input processing studies. Wong and VanPatten (2003) suggest three basic features for PI. These are as follows: 1) Learners are given information about a linguistic structure or form.
2) Learners are informed about a particular input processing strategy that may negatively affect their picking up the form/structure during comprehension.
3) Learners are pushed to process the form/structure during activities with structured input -input that is manipulated in particular ways so that learners become dependent on form and structure to get meaning, and/or to privilege the form/structure in the input so that learners have a better chance of attending to it. Learners do not produce the structure or form during structured input activities.
As can be understood from what mentioned above, the PI approach is designed to avoid specific problems that learners have in processing input. In order to have a clearer understanding of the PI, we should introduce TI and the difference between the TI and PI.
Traditional Instruction (TI) vs. Processing Instruction
TI involves explanation and output practice of a grammatical point and, according to VanPatten and Cadierno(1993) , focuses on manipulation of learner output. That is, instruction occurs by explaining a grammatical concept and then having learners practice producing a given structure or form (Figure 1 ). (VanPatten and Cadierno, 1993) As outlined by Wong (2004) , PI (Figure 2) , however, "pushes learners to abandon their inefficient processing strategies for more optimal ones so that better form-meaning connections are made" (p. 35).
www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 5, No. 11; 2012 Figure 2. Processing Instruction in Foreign Language Teaching (VanPatten and Cadierno, 1993) As can be depicted from the figures above, PI attempts to change the strategies and mechanisms used by language learners when processing L2 input; whereas TI involves presenting learners with explanations regarding the form and then giving them practice in how to make sentences with the relevant grammar point.
Although VanPatten (2002a) recently asserted that "output may play a number of important roles in language development" (p. 762) and that, in fact, it plays a facilitative role in acquisition (VanPatten, 2004a) , he did not agree with the claim that "using a form in one's output is a direct path to acquisition" (VanPatten, 2004a, p. 27) and suggested instead, on the basis of current evidence, that acquisition does not appear to be dependent on output (VanPatten, 2004a) . VanPatten (1993 VanPatten ( , 1996 VanPatten ( , 2000 proposes that PI has an effect on changing L2 learners' underlying developing system so as to effect changes in their output, and that this effect cannot be achieved by any type of output-based instruction.
Sharwood Smith (1993) regards that PI does not aim at raising learners' consciousness about grammatical form. That is to say, the ultimate scope of PI, according to Benati (2001) , is not about raising consciousness awareness about a grammatical form, instead, to make the learner appreciate the communicative function of a particular form and consequently enrich the learner's intake.
Structured Input (SI) Activities
One of the criticisms that VanPatten (1996) makes of many teaching materials is that learners can do many activities without understanding the content. However, this is not acceptable within the PI model. In PI, learners process input to understand it and some activities are designed to focus their attention on getting the right meaning from the stimuli (VanPatten, 1996) . The activities used in PI are called 'Structured Input activities' (SI). The term 'Input' is used because learners actively focus on processing input instead of producing language as output. The term 'Structured' is used since the input is not spontaneous.
Refrential Activities vs. Affective Activities
VanPatten (1993) distinguishes between referential and affective activities as two different types of SI activities. Referential activities are those for which there is a right or wrong answer and for which the learner must rely on the targeted grammatical form to get meaning. Affective activities are those in which learners express an opinion, belief, or some other affective response and are engaged in processing information about the real world. Normally, as Wong and VanPatten (2003) indicate, a sequence of SI activities would begin with two or three referential activities. Following referential activities, learners are engaged in affective SI activities. and Cadierno (1993) did the first research study to investigate the effects of PI on SLA. They compared PI to TI, for effectiveness in acquisition of Spanish direct object pronouns by second year university students. The TI group received a presentation of the form, followed by practice production activities which moved from mechanical drills to meaningful activities to more communicative practice. The PI group started with a comparison of subject and object pronouns, with attention drawn to position. The treatment was followed by referential activities, and affective activities in which students gave opinion responses utterances. None of the referential and affective activities involved production of the forms. The effects of these two types of instruction were measured by interpretation and production posttest tasks. On the interpretation tasks, only the PI group demonstrated gains. On the production tasks both groups outperformed the control group, with no significant difference between the two treatment groups. VanPatten and Cadierno (1993) concluded that TI did not impact the developing system directly, but resulted "in a different knowledge system", while PI altered "the way in which the subjects processed input, which in turn had an effect on the developing system" (p. 53).
Related Empirical Studies on PI and TI
VanPatten
Following VanPatten & Cadierno (1993) , several PI studies have been conducted in order to compare the relative effects of PI and TI. Cadierno (1995) researched the effects of PI on the acquisition of the Spanish past tense. There were three groups of participants: A control group that received no instruction, a treatment group that www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 5, No. 11; 2012 128 received TI which was production-based, and a treatment group that received PI. The results of this study revealed that PI group performed better than the other two groups on both comprehension and production tests. Her conclusion was that PI once again proved to yield better results than TI.
Benati (2001) compared PI, TI and a control group using the Italian future tense as the target form. The study included a pre-test, an immediate post-test, and a three week delayed test. The test was made up of an interpretation task, a written sentence-level task, and an oral task. On the interpretation, the PI group improved significantly better than the TI group and the control group did not show any improvement. The production test results revealed that PI and TI groups equally improved while the control group did not.
Allen (2000) Cadierno study (1993) . They looked at the effects of PI vs. TI focusing on the acquisition of learners' ability to improve and interpret the French causative. In this study, on the interpretation task PI group was superior to TI group. On the production task, there was no significant difference between PI and TI groups. Both groups were superior to the control group. Buck's (2006) research also produced results which confirm VanPatten and Cadierno's (1993) research. In her study Both PI and TI groups demonstrated improvement on the first interpretation posttest, but the PI group's performance was significantly better. By the third posttest only the PI group performed better than the control group. On the production test, both treatment groups performed better than the control group with no significant difference between them, but the PI groups score was superior in the third posttest. Again, PI is thought to have changed how learners process input and thereby contributed to restructuring their linguistic system.
From the studies reviewed, it seems clear that PI is superior to mechanical output practice for acquisition (VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993; Cadierno, 1995; Allen, 2000; Benati, 2001; Buck, 2006) . As VanPatten (1993) says, it apparently delivers a "double bonus: better processing of input and knowledge that is apparently also available for production" (p. 54).
Objectives of the Study
Since VanPatten launched a research agenda centered on PI (VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993) , it has been researched from a variety of angles, spawning some dozen empirical studies in a variety of languages. Although, the efficiency of PI has been significantly consistent in learners' ability to produce restricted stream of target language, that is, at sentence level, no research has done to examine the efficiency of PI and TI types of explicit grammar instruction on writing ability of EFL learners. The present study was an attempt to find the best alternative of explicit grammar instruction to boost the EFL learners' writing ability. The study also contributed in the ongoing debate as to the best method of explicit grammar instruction by comparing the effectiveness of the of PI and TI in improving learners' writing ability.
The results of this study will enable researchers to see whether or not PI and TI have beneficial effects on learners' developing system with regard to their EFL writing ability. This study also bears significance as it is the very first study that has been undertaken in an EFL context where the relative effects of two instructional interventions under investigation on EFL learners' writing ability have never been studied. This study, in this sense, has been expected to make an important contribution to implications of grammar instruction and writing in EFL setting. The present study also shed light on the continuing debate of efficacy of PI versus TI.
To achieve this aim, the present study employed a quasi-experimental design with two experimental groups each of which receive a different type of treatment corresponding to PI and TI forms of explicit instruction. The study used a pretest-posttest design to compare the learners' progress after the application of two different types of instruction. For analyzing the data obtained from the experiment, descriptive and inferential statistics were used.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The motive behind this research was to find out which kind of explicit grammar instruction is more effective to improve Iranian EFL learners' writing ability. To this end, the research questions that were specifically investigated in this study were the followings:
1. Does PI have a positive effect on EFL learners' writing ability?
2. Does TI have a positive effect on EFL learners' writing ability?
1. PI has an effect on EFL learners' writing ability.
2. TI has an effect on EFL learners' writing ability.
3. There are differences between the effects of PI and TI on EFL learners' writing ability.
Method
Participants
The participants of the present study were studying English in a language center in Khoy, Iran. Thirty participants, out of 63 intermediate level participants, were non-randomly selected through purposive sampling technique for the present study. None-random selection of thirty participants was due to homogenize the age range, educational and cultural background of the learners. Then, the participants were randomly assigned to two groups of 15 through simple random sampling: PI and TI. The participants were all adults with the age range of 18-24. All the participants were female and came from a bilingual background, i.e. Turkish and Persian. They were native speakers of Turkish whose second language was Persian.
Instrumentation
The instruments of the study were as follows:
Treatment Packages
Two different treatment packages were developed for the present study. Each package was designed to reflect a different approach to the acquisition of target structures-simple present, present continuous, present perfect, simple past, past continuous, and past perfect. The first package was PI package and the second was TI package. Each of these packages includes two sections. Section 1 of these packages includes explicit information on the target structures and section 2 includes some exercises of those target structures, representative of each instruction.
Rating Scale
For rating the pre-test and post-test of the learners Tanko's (2005) analytic writing scale, developed by the Hungarian School-leaving English Examination Reform Project, was used. The learners' performance was assessed on the basis of grammar criteria, using an 8-level scale (bands from 0 to 7).
Assessment Tasks
Two free writing tasks were used to collect data from the participants. A free writing task was used for pre-test to evaluate the primary ability of the learners in writing skill, and another free writing task were used as post-test. The later one required the learners to demonstrate their ability to implement the knowledge of the target structures in language use. These free writing tasks were about daily life and the life in the past to increase the probability of the use of past and present tenses in English context.
Procedure
In this study, thirty-two participants out of sixty-three intermediate EFL learners were selected non-randomly for this study. First, thirty-two participants were given a pretest consisting of a free writing task to determine whether the possible effects to come from the treatments were due to the treatments themselves or some prior knowledge was leading to any positive results. Those who performed seventy percent or above on the pre-test (2 participants) were eliminated from the data pool. Then, thirty participants were non-randomly assigned to three groups of PI and TI to receive two different instructions.
Two weeks after the pretest administered to the groups, the treatment groups of PI and TI received two complete hours of instruction of target structures. Two different instruction packages were used in this study. Each of these packages included two sections. Section 1 of the packages consisted of explicit information on each tense, which was the same in all three instruction types. PI package included some more strategies and notifications which were to help the learners be more aware about the ways tenses used in English. TI package did not include these strategies. It was primarily based on mechanical learning.
Section 2 of the packages consisted of exercises which required the learners to employ what they have already learned from the instructional section. PI instructional package included SI activities. SI activities themselves consisted of some recognition tasks (referential activities) plus contextualized communicative tasks (affective activities). TI package included some mechanical drills and then communicative tasks.
PI instructional group received explicit instruction of the target structures. The learners, first of all, were given some explicit information about where and when the target structures are used. Then they were given some www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 5, No. 11; 2012 130 strategies and notifications to be aware of the problems they may encounter while recognition of tenses.
After explicit instruction was given about the target forms, participants were engaged in SI activities. In total three activities were designed for each tense. Two of them were referential and one of them was affective. Referential activities required participants to find the correct answer out of possible other alternatives and affective activities were based on participants' opinions or ideas about a subject specific to the activity. Activities used all written stimuli. It should be noted here that the production of the target structures were neither targeted nor included in any of the SI activities. Vocabulary used in the activities was appropriate for the participants' level of English.
TI group received only explicit instruction of the target structures. The learners were just given some explicit information about where and when the target structures are used. They were not given any strategies or notifications to be aware of the problems they may encounter while recognition of tenses.
After the presentation of explicit information on the target forms, TI group was engaged in traditional activities. In total two activities were designed for each tense. One of them was mechanical drill and the other one was communicative task. Mechanical drills required the participants to change the verbs in the parentheses into the target form mechanically, without paying attention to the meaning of statements. Communicative tasks were based on the participants' experiences, thoughts, or beliefs and the content of the responses were up to the participants but the structure that they were supposed to use was the targeted tense in each task.
Another free writing task as a post-test, which was a different version of the pre-test, was given to all participants of both groups right after the instruction to assess and compare the effectiveness of two different types of explicit instruction on the acquisition of target structures. Both pre-test and post-test writings were rated based on Tanko's (2005) writing scale. According to this scale, the essays were rated out of seven. Raw scores from the pretest and posttest, obtained based on Tanko's (2005) , were submitted to a series of ANOVAs.
Data Analysis and Results
This study was an attempt to find the evidence to accept or reject three research hypotheses stated earlier. Therefore, after exposing experimental treatments to each group, the researchers analyzed the results of the study by means of descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. To this end, first, the significant differences between pretest and posttest scores of PI and TI were measured. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for pre-test and post-test of PI and TI groups including the frequency, mean, mode, standard deviation, and minimum and maximum scores. The difference between all descriptive statistics of pre-tests and post-tests of each group is illustrated in Table 1 . Considering Table 1 , while, the mode (the most frequently obtained score), in PI pre-test and post-test are 3.00 and 6.00, respectively, in TI pre-test and post-test are 3.00 and 4.00. Minimum score is 2.00 and belongs to both pre-test groups and maximum score is 6.00 and belongs to, again, both post-test groups.
Descriptive Statistics for PI and TI Groups
Normal Distribution Assumption Testing
In order to investigate the normality assumption of the distributed scores of the tests in two groups, the researchers used the One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test. Table 2 illustrates that there are not any significant differences between the scores of each group. The significance levels of both pretest and posttest scores of both PI and TI groups are higher than 0.05 (sig. for all groups are respectively = .062, .082,.510, .142 0.05). As the scores of the tests and error numbers in both groups are normally distributed, the researcher is allowed to use One-Way ANOVA Test for analyzing the data.
Statistical Analysis of PI and TI groups
Investigating Hypothesis 1
Hypothesis 1: PI has an effect on EFL learners' writing ability.
Or statistically:
There is a significant difference between the Mean of pre-test and post-test scores of PI group.
Paired Samples Test used for comparing the Means of pre-test and post-test of PI are illustrated in Table 3 . Table 3 , and t=11.374, with df=14, and it is significant (sig=0.000<0.05) at 0.05 level. Therefore, the hypothesis 1 is accepted and it can be concluded that there is a significant difference between the Means of pre-test and post-test scores in PI group, with 99% certainty. That is, PI has a significant effect on EFL learners' writing ability improvement.
Investigating Hypothesis 2
Hypothesis 2: TI has an effect on EFL learners' writing ability.
There is a significant difference between the Mean of pre-test and post-test scores of TI group.
Paired Samples Test is used for comparing the Means of pre-test and post-test of TI too (Table 4) . 
Investigating Hypothesis 3
Hypothesis 3: There are differences between the effects off PI and TI on EFL learners' writing ability.
There are significant differences between post-test mean scores of PI and TI.
In this kind of statistics a comparison is made between means of the two groups in the pretest and the posttest. The two groups' scores in the pretest were subject to an independent-samples t-test. According to Table 5 , the result showed that as the significance level of t-test was Sig=0.424 >0.05, there were no significant differences between the two groups' pre-test score means. This means that the two groups were equivalent in terms of their pre-test and any differences in the posttest results could only be attributed to the differences in type of instruction.
In order to investigate the validity of hypothesis 3, an independent Paired-samples t-test was conducted on the two groups' pose-test scores. As illustrated in Table 6 , the results of this test showed significant difference between the two groups' post-test score means, Sig=0.003<0.05. This meant that hypothesis 3 is accepted and the difference between the effects of PI and TI on EFL learners' writing ability was significant.
Discussion
The present study looked at the effects of PI and TI on Iranian EFL learners' writing ability and whether these two instructions result in differential effects. Two free writing tasks were administered as a pre-test and a post-test. The purpose of the pr-tests was to ensure the homogeneity of participants of two groups before treatment. The purpose of the post-tests was to measure the learners' gains in performance immediately after three different instruction types. The results gained through two different treatments are to be interpreted based on hypotheses of the present study.
Research hypotheses 1 and 2 of the present study stated that PI and TI would bring about improved performance on writing of Iranian EFL learners. The results of statistics confirmed hypotheses 1and 2 and showed that both groups performed significantly better in their post-tests, and therefore, it can be indicated that both of instructions were effective in improvement of EFL learners' writing ability, in general.
Research hypothesis 3 stated that there would be a significant difference between the effects of PI and TI on EFL www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 5, No. 11; 2012 learners' writing ability. By comparing the post-test mean scores of two groups, PI group seemed to perform significantly better than TI group.
This study, first confirms Norris and Ortega (2000) ideas of using explicit instruction. The results obtained from this study were supportive of using explicit grammar instruction types (such as PI andTI) in EFL context, especially the use of PI in EFL classrooms to enhance the learners' grammatical knowledge and their ability in written production at discourse level.
The results of the PI group lend support to VanPatten's (1996 VanPatten's ( , 2002 VanPatten's ( , 2004a ) model of second language input processing. PI seems to affect the developing system via intake and this system, in turn, enables the learner to produce linguistic forms under certain circumstances. Moreover, the results of this study emphasize the important role of input in second language acquisition. Through PI, the implication that grammar instruction should be tied to input has gained importance (VanPatten, 2003) . The researcher in this study indicates the effectiveness of PI on EFL learners' writing ability.
The findings of this study support the results of a significant amount of research which has supported the efficacy of PI (e.g. Benati, 2001; Farley, 2001; VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993) . In addition to offering evidence as to the effectiveness of PI, some researchers have made claims that PI directly affects the acquisition of target forms, whereas TI results in learned linguistic knowledge (VanPatten & Cadierno, 1993) .
The results of the study reject the idea that TI can be as effective as PI when it is matched to PI on all variables other than practice mode. Recent studies by Benati (2005) and Farley (2001) have examined this question.
Insofar there was no difference between groups on production measures.
In sum, the results of this study confirm Farley (2001) that indicates that PI has an overall greater effect on how learners interpret and produce the target structures. It seems that PI has a beneficial effect on the way in which the learners processed the input, and this leads to some type of internalization in their developing system that leads to improvement in production as well.
Conclusion
In the light of findings in the present study, the positive effects of PI and TI on EFL learners' writing ability were demonstrated. The findings revealed that although both types of instructions showed a positive improvement in writing ability of intermediate EFL learners, the effects of PI was more evident than TI.
The findings of the present study bring about some pedagogical implications for EFL curriculum developers and teachers, and learners. Given the benefits that PI brought about in the present study, the instruction type might be incorporated into a curriculum. In curriculum development based on PI, it is certain that PI requires a structural syllabus taught by means of SI activities. Through PI, the implication that grammar instruction should be tied to input has gained importance (VanPatten, 2004a) . PI is entirely input-based and the SI activities can be presented in both written and oral form.
The findings of the present study may provide EFL teachers with invaluable insights as to the selection of the best and the most effective techniques to put across the target grammatical features of the L2. The study shows that focusing learners' attention on the formal characteristics of the target structures facilitates the rate of EFL learning. Apart from that, the present study points out that explicit grammar instruction is beneficial in making the learners in the instructional groups notice the target structures' recognition and use in L2.
